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Pressures of college life can be deadly

CAMBRIDGE, Mass.


In the shadowed hallways and spartan classrooms of Harvard University, the mysteries of the universe are given due dates and assigned as homework.

This is a special world, full of special pressures and special people, the pinnacle of academia pursued by tens of thousands of high school students. But for all the status and reverence that it and other Ivy League colleges claim, there is a darker side that university officials have been painfully reminded of in recent weeks. 

Even here, there is one puzzle nobody seems able to figure out: the heart of a student named David Okrent.

Okrent's recent suicide, three years after graduating near the top of his class at Evanston Township High School, is one in a troubling string of suicides on some of the nation's most prestigious campuses that are causing some officials to wonder whether they offer students enough emotional support in an atmosphere of intense competition.

If nothing else, Okrent's death, which his family and friends have linked in some ways to the peculiarly complicated atmosphere at Harvard, has prompted reflection on the challenge students face in negotiating such rarefied intellectual and social terrain.

"The irony is, of course, that colleges generally are making a greater effort to anticipate and identify students at risk," said Dartmouth College President James O. Freedman, whose campus was rocked by three suicides in the fall of 1995.

Surrounded by driven students at a college dense with ambition, Okrent--a bright young man who wrapped his mind easily around the most abstract concepts--found himself in an uncomfortable position: He wasn't certain of what he wanted to do with his life. Okrent talked sometimes about playing music or working at a factory, his sister, Akira, said; he struggled not with academics but with the direction his life was taking--and with the elusive concept of success that permeates Harvard Yard.

"He didn't want fame and glory," Akira Okrent said. "He had rough times at Harvard dealing with what life was about. This caused him suffering because his standards were too high."

In the weeks after his death, these are the kinds of imponderables that linger now in the stately brick residence hall where Okrent lived and in the drab confines of the Lathem building, where his shadow once fell below bulletin boards covered with papers bearing titles such as "Measurement of Atomic Flux."

Indeed, the lush, green commons of Cambridge are fertile grounds for despair as well as hope. "Harvard's not a warm, fuzzy place," said student Rebecca Weiss, a friend of Okrent's who attended Harvard and Evanston Township High School with him.

Jeremy Smith, another of Okrent's friends who followed the path from Evanston to Cambridge, said: "Harvard attracts very driven students and pushes them very hard, and I think that combination, for whatever reason, means this kind of event happens at Harvard more than once in a blue moon."

Okrent had seen a counselor at Harvard. But nobody foresaw what happened March 15. "It's a great mystery and a great tragedy," his mother, Inez, said.

Okrent's chosen fields of concentration were among the most demanding at Harvard. "This is a high-pressure place, especially to do mathematics," said Cliff Taubes, director of undergraduate studies in the math department. But Okrent was making good grades, mostly A's. If he needed relief, it wasn't obvious. When he returned to Harvard last fall after sitting out the spring semester, he switched his field of concentration to physics--an equally tough challenge, if not tougher.

"He was searching for the path," his father, Lawrence Okrent, said. "He was just too down on himself, on the expectations. He didn't think as much of himself as everyone else did."

The suicide rate on larger college campuses is only third to half what it is for the same age range in the general population, said David Novicki, a counselor at Michigan State University. But it comes as a jolt when those who are thought to be the best and brightest decide the future is too bleak to face.

Last month, three college students in the Boston area committed suicide, casting long shadows on the campuses of Harvard, MIT and the University of Massachusetts at Amherst.

The pressures of higher education aren't limited to Ivy League schools, of course. Last week, not far from the Okrent house in Evanston, a father in Wilmette spent a sunny day choosing a gravesite for his 19-year-old son: John Leath, a Purdue University student who, after returning from spring break last month, walked into the woods in rural Indiana, sat down on his duffel bag and turned a shotgun on himself.

Leath, an engineering major, had stopped going to classes and had fallen behind, his father, Vaughn Leath said. "We can only guess that he felt that he was failing--I don't know--himself, us," the elder Leath, said, his voice breaking. "That he felt he was under so much pressure to finish the year. And I guess he just felt like . . . this was the only option available to him."

At Harvard, students who had just begun unwinding from a week of midterm exams when news of Okrent's death hit went away stunned for spring break after spending a week doing little more than talking about the suicide, said Weiss, who was on the math team with Okrent at Evanston.

When the younger Smith visited campus two years ago, Okrent took him to dinner and a movie ("Rumble in the Bronx") and showed him around Harvard--despite having two midterm exams the next day that he hadn't yet studied for, Smith said.

Smith, now a sophomore, had planned to spend his break in Cambridge. But he decided after Okrent's death that he didn't want to stay there alone with his feelings of shock and grief.

"He knew and was friends with so many people," Smith said. "All over campus, you had these focused ripples. . . .

"You come back," he said of returning from break, "and it's normal--and not normal."

Robert Horton taught Okrent in physics class for three years at Evanston Township High School. "That kid was just incredibly well-adjusted. He got along fantastically with teachers and peers," Horton said. "This just blows my mind. Something really funny must have happened in Boston."

Harvard's residence-hall system, along with its network of so-called senior tutors and counseling staff, is designed to ease the way, said Robert Neugeboren, senior tutor of Cabot House, the complex of residence halls where Okrent lived. Campus agencies that provide counseling have grown, he said; incoming freshmen who joke that they can receive four years of free psychotherapy at Harvard aren't that far off base.

But on a campus of proud, competitive students, there is little time or inclination to lean on one another--or on those support systems provided by the university.

"Harvard students are not used to coming together as a group," Cabot House resident Adbur-Rahman Syed wrote in an article for Harvard's student newspaper, The Crimson, after Okrent's death. "As diverse, motivated individuals, we are inspired by different things and aspire to a variety of goals. And house life, more often than not, doesn't exist."

What's more, there is a stigma attached to needing or seeking help, Weiss said.

"The feeling I seem to sort of get from everybody is that, yeah, they exist, but going to them is an admission that you can't deal with things," Weiss said.

Sandra Monroe, associate dean of students at Purdue University, said a recent survey of 10,000 undergraduates showed that record numbers were using counseling services at colleges.

"Our schedules are full," she said; students who want a non-emergency appointment with a counselor must put their names on a waiting list.

"You can't say for certain what kind of situation caused it," Weiss said of Okrent's death. "I know it was difficult for a lot of students to get through their midterms and papers and everything that week."

It isn't clear whether Okrent had a difficult time on any of his midterm exams in physics; administrators say they cannot release information about a student's academic performance.

"This was not a situation where I feel anything could have been done differently," Neugeboren said. "He was not showing signs of reacting to the pressures of this place."

But one weekend in mid-March, as the trees in Cambridge Common were beginning to bloom, Okrent left a late party at Cabot House and, apparently, rode the subway to the beach where he was found, past all the stops where he might have abandoned his dark plan.

"I just think," Freedman said, "we, all of us, see so little into the souls of the people we know best."

